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The Venezuelan Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) was forced to cancel the "megaelections"
scheduled for May 28 because of technical problems with the voting machines. The Consejo
Nacional Electoral (CNE) resigned in the wake of the canceled elections. A new commission is
expected to be named and a new date set this week.
"This is a key moment for [President Hugo] Chavez," said Janet Kelly, political analyst for the
IESA Business School. "For him to come out a winner, he needs to try to undo the wrong here and
admit some errors. Unlike Peru, I don't think it's a test of his democratic principles. No one is really
alleging fraud here, but incompetence.”
In the elections, 11.7 million registered voters out of a population of 23 million were to choose from
among more than 30,000 candidates 6,241 new government officials, including a president, members
of the Asamblea Nacional, governors, regional legislators, mayors, and city councilors.
A week before the scheduled elections, civic and human rights groups asked the TSJ to postpone the
voting because of myriad problems. By May 23, Chavez was saying he would accept a postponement
if the technical difficulties could not be resolved. Chavez said CNE president Etanislao Gonzalez
had called him early that day to tell him that a US company contracted to program the voting
machines was still experiencing software problems. "It seems very strange to me...that the US
technicians say that they cannot access the system that they have brought," said Chavez. "This is
very serious."
On May 25, Venezuela's highest court ordered the elections postponed after CNE officials said they
could not solve the technical glitches. The TSJ ordered the interim legislature (Comision Legislativa
Nacional, CLN) to set a new date for the balloting. Ivan Rincon, TSJ president, said conditions
did not exist that would ensure "credibility and transparency" in the vote. He said holding
elections with the computer problems unsolved would "violate the right to vote as stipulated in the
Constitution."
The cancellation was an embarrassment for Chavez, whose administration appointed the electoral
commission, which has come under heavy criticism for being partisan and for being inept. But hours
before the court's ruling,
Chavez said a postponement would carry no political overtones, and he compared it to a baseball
game that is rained out. "The wisest decision by the umpire is to suspend the game," said Chavez.
"It would be a disaster to play a baseball game in a downpour when you can't see the ball. It's
impossible."
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"I think this is a positive decision," said Picardo Penfold, economist at Santander Investment.
"Otherwise they were so poorly organized that the chances of there being social unrest was actually
quite high, especially in the local elections. I think it restores more confidence in the country's
battered institutions....You could always argue that it was in Chavez's best interests to have had the
elections Sunday."
US company blamed for problems
The electronic voting system at the heart of the problem has been used in Venezuela since 1998 and
has worked successfully in five national elections during the past 18 months. But when the date was
set for the elections to be held in May, it left insufficient time to prepare, especially given the record
number of offices at stake and the inexperience of the CNE appointed in December 1999. The CNE
increased its difficulties by ignoring an April deadline and letting candidates register until May 11.
That left technicians racing to program "flash cards" for the approximately 7,000 voting machines.
Venezuelan authorities accused the US company Election Systems & Software Inc (ES&S) of failing
to fulfill its contract to program the voting machines. CNE president Gonzalez contended the firm
was part of a "destabilizing campaign...directed so that the electoral process doesn't occur."
In a desperate effort to keep the elections on schedule, a Venezuelan Air Force plane flew to the
company's home office in Nebraska to collect additional ES&S equipment. "That plane is now
en route to the United States, and we hope its return will be fruitful and this company can, even
behind schedule, meet its commitments," Gonzalez said. He warned that "we don't have a plan B" if
technical glitches persisted.
But the company said the delay was caused by the CNE, which kept changing the information to be
programmed onto the flash cards that contain a database with names of all the candidates. The firm
said the CNE made more than 11,000 changes to the database, including changes in spelling and
political alliances. John Groh, ES&S senior vice president of international sales, said by phone from
Omaha, Nebraska, that constant changes by election authorities were hindering his firm's work. "I
think they are blaming us because they are under political pressure," he said.
Foreign Relations Minister Jose Vicente Rangel said the technical problems were the result of
inefficiency and not part of a conspiracy. "To charge sabotage to cover problems of inefficiency is
an irresponsible and opportunistic recourse that creates anxiety," said Rangel. CNE resigns The
five-member CNE resigned May 29, reluctantly admitting that it was responsible for the last-minute
cancellation. "I'm quitting, conscious of the fact that we made mistakes," said Eduardo Semtei,
second vice president of the CNE. He said the entire CNE had resigned "to relieve the pressure in
the country."
Luis Miquilena, head of the CLN, said a new CNE would be appointed as soon as possible so that
an election date could be set. Before resigning, CNE officials recommended June 25 as a possible
date. "The country needs to know this week the date of the elections and who will run the CNE,"
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said Miquilena. Miquilena said it is possible that the elections might be split into two parts, which
would "technically" make it easier to hold the elections sooner.
"If the elections are established for the president of the republic, governors, Asamblea Nacional
delegates, the Alcaldia Mayor and the four mayors of metropolitan Caracas, leaving municipal
elections until later, it could be done in a relatively short period of time, which in no case would be
more than a month," said Miquilena.
Miquilena said the Spanish firm INDRA, also contracted for the electoral process, said an election
without the municipal offices could be organized in a short time, but to reorganize the megaelection
might take two or three months. Miquilena said that the final decision regarding dividing the
elections was in the hands of the TSJ.
Some constitutional experts have said that it is legally impossible to separate the elections because
of stipulations in the new Constitution, which took effect last Dec. 30. In addition, President
Chavez's main rival Francisco Arias and other opposition candidates said they would not accept
separating the vote into two or more dates.
Investigation begun to assign responsibility
Members of Venezuela's recently created "moral" branch of government took over CNE
headquarters May 29 to determine the causes of the problems that forced the postponement.
Investigators from both the attorney general's and comptroller general's offices were on the job.
The day before, the ombuds' office had ordered that all CNE board members be prohibited
from leaving the country. These three organizations make up the moral or citizens branch of the
government, established under the new Constitution.
The attorney general's office began reviewing each step taken to organize the elections, and the
investigation could lead to criminal charges. "This is not an event for smiles or congratulations,"
said Attorney General Javier Elechiguerra when he announced the investigation into the
accumulation of errors that led to the suspension of the elections.
Delay could help Arias
Despite worsening economic conditions for the 80% of the Venezuelan population who are poor,
Chavez still enjoys strong support among them. But the postponement could favor Arias, giving
him more time and ammunition against the president. "Undoubtedly Arias is favored by it," said
political analyst Eric Ekvall. "Chavez is dragging a broken wing on the ground right now, and Arias
should be stamping on it."
But Arias has made few public appearances since the cancellation was announced and has remained
low-key. "He should be making a big stink," said Robert Bottome, head of the VenEconomy
newsletter. "The question is why isn't he?" [Sources: Associated Press, 05/19/00, 05/23/00, 05/25/00;
The Miami Herald, 05/25/00, 05/26/00; The New York Times, 05/26/00; Inter Press Service, 05/23/00,
05/26/00, 05/29/00; Reuters, 05/23/00, 05/25/00, 05/26/00, 05/29/00, 05/30/00; Spanish news service
EFE, 05/25/00, 05/30/00; Clarin (Argentina), CNN, 05/30/00]
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